Hypertrophy of C-1 anterior arch: useful sign to distinguish os odontoideum from acute dens fracture.
Dens fractures are often difficult to detect radiographically because of overlapping structures. The lateral radiographs were examined of all patients at the authors' institution who demonstrated an abnormal odontoid process or an abnormal anterior arch of C-1. Six patients were found: Four had os odontoideum, one had rheumatoid arthritis, and one had a congenital defect in the posterior arch of C-1. All had hypertrophy of the C-1 anterior arch on the lateral view. The width of the anterior arch of C-1 and the cortical thickness of the anterior arch in these six patients were measured and compared with the findings in a control group of 20 patients; the measurements from the six patients were found to be significantly greater. Hypertrophy of the anterior arch of C-1 is a useful sign of a chronic pathologic condition at the atlantoaxial articulation, and in the setting of acute trauma it may be an important clue that prevents unnecessary invasive treatment for a mistaken diagnosis of fractured dens.